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Abstract

The Common Core State Standards present research writing as something that
should occur at multiple points across an academic year, across the curriculum, and
in different grain sizes. In other words, research writing should not be shoehorned
into one large, culminating project. This represents a shift for many educators and
raises the question: What support and resources do teachers need to enact this new
model of student research? To explore this question, two of the authors, Delia
DeCourcy and Darin Stockdill, intermediate school district (ISD) consultants,
made student research the focus of their work in 2013-2014. With other team
members, they developed an online resource system and then ran a yearlong
professional learning network. The third author, Lisa Kraiza, became a teacher
participant in this collaboration. In this article, they present an overview of the
work they engaged in and share some of the lessons they learned, particularly with
respect to the affordances and challenges of making this pedagogical shift.
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“The research paper.” These three words evoke
trepidation and anxiety in many secondary students and teachers. Often presented as a large, final
individual student project, the research paper (or
more recently the multimedia project) can result in
teachers spending large amounts of time grading
a lot of work that students, in many cases, are not
well prepared to complete due to the complexity of
research writing.
Moreover, with the adoption of the Common Core
State Standards (CCSS) in most states, integrating research writing into the English language
arts (ELA) curriculum has shifted from being an
option to a requirement. Yet the Common Core
State Standards also present an opportunity for
an important shift in our thinking because they
suggest that research writing is something that
should occur at multiple points across an academic
year and in different grain sizes. In other words,
research writing and the accompanying skills
should be integrated into ongoing instruction,
not left until the end of the year and shoehorned
into one massive project. Additionally, given the
Common Core’s similar expectations around
research writing in the literacy standards for social
studies and the sciences, there is now a formalized
opportunity for cross-curricular work. These shifts
then raise the question: What support and resources
do teachers need to enact this new model of student
research?
In this article, we will share our own exploration of
this question as well as the resources we developed
to help us move in this direction. In addition, we
will discuss some of the lessons that we learned
as we worked to make this transition from the
“research project” to a more integrated and yearlong instructional approach.
We began wrestling with the above question three
years ago due to the confluence of multiple curriculum and standards-related events. With the
adoption of the CCSS, state education leaders
initiated a statewide project to develop a model

K-12 ELA curriculum that would give teachers a
starting point when implementing the Common
Core. This flexible curriculum, supported by the
Michigan Association of Intermediate School
Administrators (MAISA), takes a workshop
approach to reading and writing and encourages
the gradual release of responsibility to students.
Delia DeCourcy and Lisa Kraiza crafted many
of the ELA MAISA units for middle school,
and Delia later took on the role of consultant at
Oakland Schools, which involved supporting secondary teachers in implementing this curriculum.
At the same time, different grade levels of a statewide social studies curriculum, the Michigan
Citizenship Curriculum, were being developed, or
revised to more effectively integrate the Common
Core literacy standards for history and social
studies, and to also more clearly reflect the inquiry
learning focus of the College, Career, and Civic
Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State
Standards. In particular, curricula for middle
school social studies were being completely redesigned by consultants at Oakland Schools (OS),
including OS social studies and literacy consultant
Darin Stockdill, who was working on the seventh
grade Michigan C3 ancient world history curriculum team. This 7th grade redesign foregrounded
conceptual learning by students about world history, focus questions to drive inquiry, and learning
activities intentionally designed to develop historical thinking and literacy.
All three of this article’s authors were involved
with these statewide curriculum projects. As ELA
and social studies teachers across the state piloted
these curricula, some recurring questions emerged
concerning student research:
•
•
•

How do we teach our students to be effective
researchers and research writers?
What skills do students need to engage in
research processes?
How do we break these skills down into manageable chunks for instruction?
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Researching, and bringing that research together
in a well-articulated text, is a challenging endeavor
for students who are novice writers, and teachers
wanted resources to help make that happen in
their classrooms. In response, Oakland Schools
ISD consultants Delia DeCourcy and Darin
Stockdill made student research and research
writing a focus of their work in 2013-2014, and
Lisa Kraiza became a teacher participant in their
professional learning network on research writing.

we came to understand that integration must
involve phased planning and the provision of helpful resources for teachers. We were aware of these
dilemmas well before the Common Core standards
directed teachers to “conduct short as well as more
sustained research projects to answer a question,”
but the Common Core language did help us
present a stronger case to high school teachers and
principals for changing our approach to teaching
and engaging students in research.

Process: Build It and
Who Will Come?

A Framework

(Delia DeCourcy and Darin Stockdill)
As we began this work, we knew we wanted to give
teachers a learning progression that would help
them break down the skills involved in research.
Yet we also knew we needed to provide a different
way of approaching research—one quite different
from the massive, end-of-year research paper that
teachers often assign in high school. We recognized
that there were already great models in the field for
a different approach to student research, such as
the International Bacheloreate (IB) extended essay
that happens with structured support over portions
of two school years. However, in our experience
as ISD consultants, we have seen the large research
project remain as the dominant model in many of
the school districts we support.
We contend that research needs to be spread across
the year in order to build, reinforce, and practice
the complex combination of skills required to be
successful in this recursive process. Unfortunately,
conventional school scheduling and grading
practices can make this approach more difficult.
For example, some teachers we work with are
required to give students large, common assessments that take up significant amounts of time,
and teacher evaluations are, in part, based on the
results of these assessments. Whether dealing with
existing common assessments or making changes
to well-established curriculum, adding research
writing into the curriculum can be daunting. Thus,
36

To help us get started, we did our own research on
the development of research skills. We found the
Research Skill Development Framework (RSD) for
Curriculum Design and Assessment (http://www.
adelaide.edu.au/rsd/framework/interactive/), developed by Willison and O’Regan at the University
of Adelaide in Australia. The RSD Framework
was created in response to the question: Why are
undergraduate research processes, including the
skills and strategies that undergraduates need to
develop in order to be successful, not being made
explicit more frequently? We shared Willison and
O’Regan’s questions about student research, but in
a secondary context. Thus, we wondered: Are we in
secondary education just kicking the research can
down the road to be taken up by college and university educators? We knew that students perform
research all the time about things that are pertinent
to them, such as investigating sports scores and
records, pop culture icons, or products they want
to buy. We just needed to figure out how to build
upon those skills and develop them more fully in
an academic context.
The complex RSD framework outlines both student research skills and degrees of student autonomy across a five-part continuum; we wanted to
adapt this work for secondary teachers. After contacting Dr. Willison and getting his permission,
we developed the Student Research Independence
Continuum, which engages the same ideas as the
RSD Framework but for a grades 6-12 context.
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Figure 1. Research Independence Continuum

Although this graphic seems to represent a linear
progression, and although students certainly
should move towards greater independence as
researchers as they learn and develop new skills,
they will not necessarily follow this progression in a clear or sequential order. The level of
independence students take on and the extent
of the scaffolding they will need depend upon
multiple factors. Students can research more
independently when they start off with background knowledge about a topic, when they use
less complex texts, and when the problem they
research is less abstract. Conversely, even students
with advanced skills may need more structure and

scaffolds when researching a complex problem
with complicated and abstract sources of information. Any given student will likely be working
at multiple points on this continuum across the
year, and students within one classroom may vary
in their level of independence at a single moment
in time. The continuum is, thus, a guide to help
educators think about the level of scaffolding and
support students may, or may not, need as they
engage in the research process. To illustrate how
the continuum works, examples of what classroom research might look in a single grade and
content area are included in the chart on the next
page.
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Table 1. Research Independence Continuum Examples
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A Skills Progression and
Accompanying Lessons

An Interdisciplinary Curriculum
Writing Project

Following the creation of the Research
Independence Continuum, we developed an interactive Research Writing Skills Progression, which
breaks down the research writing process into three
conceptual strands: 1.) identify and research a
topic, 2.) develop an informed view, and 3.) create
a product to inform an audience. These three
bends are made up of a total of nine skill clusters.
Why go into so much detail? Because we wanted
teachers to be able to isolate and focus on the skill
clusters that would be most helpful to their particular classes or individual students. We also wrote
lessons to support the development of key skills
and skill clusters in order to provide busy teachers
with a starting place for research-focused lessons.
Both the progression and lessons are available
online at www.osteachingresearchwriting.org.

Having completed the work of creating an online
toolbox for teaching research writing, we now had
a new question: How would we get these tools into
the hands of teachers and help them use these resources
in a meaningful way? Just as we were working
across disciplines in developing the resources,
we knew it would be useful for teachers to work
across disciplines on teaching research writing.
We were also interested in engaging teachers in
the work of developing curriculum. As a result,
the Common Core Cross Curricular Research
Writing Project was born. The project involved
eight cross-disciplinary teams of teachers from
five schools designing and implementing research
writing-focused interdisciplinary units. In addition to using the resources we developed, teachers
read and consulted Heidi Hayes Jacobs’ (1989)
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book Interdisciplinary Curriculum: Design and
Implementation to inform their work.
As a result of this professional learning experience,
one team of teachers from an alternative high
school transformed their yearlong curriculum into
interdisciplinary units. Another team of teachers from a suburban high school said the grade
level-wide interdisciplinary unit they initiated
prompted more discussion about skills and curriculum within and across departments than they had
had in years.
What follows is a case study of how one interdisciplinary team took the scaffolded materials we
created and used them in their urban classrooms to
engage students in research. Although they understood the need to integrate research across the
school year, they took until April to develop their
initial unit. For this reason, they decided to implement their unit as a pilot, with the goal of having
a more cohesive, yearlong approach the following
school year.

Implementing a Middle School
Interdisciplinary Research
Writing Unit
(Lisa Kraiza)

School Background
The Parkwood School District (all names are
pseudonyms) is situated in the wealthiest county in
Michigan and is considered urban due to its proximity to a major city. In fact, the district shares a
border with that city and, as a result of the Schools
of Choice policy in our state, students come from
all over the city to attend Parkwood Schools. The
district is roughly ⅔ Schools of Choice students
and ⅓ district residents. The students largely come
from low-income households, with over 75%
receiving free or reduced lunch. The majority of
the students are African-American. A small percentage of students are Chaldean and Asian, but

they make up only about 2-3% of the student
population. These students are also from low-income households and speak English as their second
language.
Parkwood has an extremely transient student population. As a result, many of our students have not
had a consistent learning experience as they enter
middle school from elementary. Students come to
Parkwood Preparatory Academy in seventh grade
at varying levels of ability and academic experience. Most of our students have not had to do any
sort of research paper or project, nor have they
had many writing opportunities. By the time I
see them in eighth grade, a significant number of
students feel disenfranchised at school.
Teaching my eighth graders the art of argument
writing—researching a question to formulate a
claim and then present their findings—has been
a daunting task for me. To take on inquiry-based
learning and have students be successful in this
challenge, I needed help. The Common Core
Cross Curricular Research Writing Project provided the support I needed.

The Project
As I considered with whom to collaborate for the
Common Core Cross Curricular Research Writing
Project, I felt social studies would pair nicely with
ELA. When I shared this opportunity with my
social studies colleague, Dave Kowalski, he fully
committed to the project. After all, both inquiry
and argumentative writing are essential to social
studies education. I let Dave choose the topic
for our collaborative unit, and he selected the
American Civil War because previous students had
been very interested in this topic.
I quickly realized that for my students to view me
as an expert on the Civil War and trust the information and resources I shared, I needed to educate
myself. I spent hours reading books and watching
documentaries, and I quizzed Dave about Civil
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War-related people, places, and events. At the
same time, using backwards design (Wiggins &
McTighe, 1998) in our Common Core Cross
Curricular Research Writing Project sessions, we
worked to develop the essential question that
students would research and address in the summative assessment for the research writing unit.
Backwards design involves first establishing driving
“essential questions” and understandings that students will develop, figuring out how students will
demonstrate or make visible these understandings,
and then developing the activities and tools that
will help students meet these goals (Wiggins &
McTighe, 1998). We decided that the issue of survival would be the unit’s thematic focus and would
shape students’ research questions. More specifically, we wanted the students to be able to answer
the question: How does one survive a civil war as an
individual, a community, a state, and a nation?

Implementation
All this sounded great in theory, but teaching the
Civil War is a monumental task, and to arrive at a
place where the students could meaningfully consider this big idea of survival seemed overwhelming. We decided to divide and conquer the various
facets of the Civil War. The social studies class
would address the “business” end of the war: the
policy makers, the politics, the hows and whys of
the war. In English Language Arts, I would address
the emotional and personal aspects of the war. My
students and I would look at individual soldiers,
families left behind, and experiences of town life.
Dave and I also felt it was important to include
perspectives from both the North and the South.
We wanted students to understand the complexity
of the Civil War. We felt that by looking at human
experiences they would begin to understand this
complexity, such as that people in the South were
not all bad, just as people in the North were not all
good. However, even after our division of labor, we
realized there was still much ground to cover and
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perhaps teaching in isolation would not be effective. To capture students’ interest and imagination,
as well as to build background knowledge at the
start of the unit, we decided to engage students in
multimedia Civil War stations.
We combined classes for a couple of days and had
students engage in seven stations: film, newspaper/
political cartoons, trading cards, books, poems,
photography, and quotation centers. Students had
specific questions to answer at each station and a
certain amount of time to complete their work.
In addition to these stations, upon entering the
media center on the unit’s launch day, each student
was assigned a specific Civil War personality they
would research throughout the unit, a proverbial
research thread for them to follow. Students were
instructed to look at everything about the Civil
War through their person’s eyes. We included
both civilians and military, as well as northern
and southern personalities, such as a field nurse,
a boy who runs away to join the war, generals,
presidents, etc. On the first day of the Civil War
unit, we saw students light up. They were engaged,
questioning each other, making inquiries, hypothesizing, and forming theories.
Following the multimedia stations, students completed an exit ticket focused on the learning experience rather than the content. Overall, responses
were positive. They enjoyed working across content
areas and seeing how connected learning could be.
They appreciated the time to turn and talk and
take things at their own pace. We asked metacognitive questions such as, “How do you feel the
Learning Centers prepared you to learn about the
Civil War?” and “Do you think combining the
Social Studies perspective and the Language Arts
perspective will help you better understand the
Civil War? Explain.” We did not expect the students to become experts on the Civil War at this
point; we just wanted them to begin the journey of
inquiry and investigation.
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Resources for Students

The Results

Prior to the interdisciplinary Civil War unit,
students’ experience with research in eighth grade
was highly prescribed. My colleagues and I had not
considered how we approached student research
until we took part in the Common Core Cross
Curricular Research Writing Project. During
the Civil War unit, we knew we could not move
right into self-directed research, but instead we
needed to steer our students into a combination
of prescribed and bounded research. In order for
students to experience success exploring the wilds
of research, we gave them a Civil War Personality
Presentation Research Guide. It included various levels of questions about their person, tips on
plagiarism, and how to write fact cards to organize
their information.

We strongly encouraged collaboration among
students—not that we needed to be explicit, as
our students naturally gravitate towards collaboration. In the past we had seen many of our students
avoid taking risks, and their collaboration during
research built confidence while they experimented
with the strategies we were teaching them. As a
result, students’ conversations during class centered
on their Civil War personalities. Research had
become a fun and engaging activity for them.

We also utilized many lessons from the Oakland
Schools Teaching Research Writing website (found
at: www.osteachingresearchwriting.org/lessons-2/).
Selecting the lessons we felt our students needed
most, we broke the skills down into manageable
pieces that our students could understand and
incorporate into their research practices. The lessons we focused on dealt with finding and evaluating sources. Our students needed scaffolding on
how to search for, sort, and evaluate the importance of information.
Dave and I also created a Google Custom Search
to support students in finding credible sources1.
From my own experience researching the Civil
War, I knew the amount of information available
was so vast that it would be easy for my students
to become lost and overwhelmed. The Google
Custom Search included twenty credible, reliable,
and relevant websites that students could navigate
through to find the information they needed,
allowing them to be comfortable and successful
during this first experience.

1

Prior to this unit, our students’ research experiences involved copying and pasting chunks of plagiarized text to a poster board and reading it to the
class. Dave and I found this to be true across both
of our disciplines, so when we started this project,
we started with the final product in mind. For our
Civil War research task, we asked the students to
create a multimedia presentation. We gave them
the choice to use any platform and enlisted the
help of our school’s technology teacher to review
multimedia platform options, such as PowerPoint,
Inspiration8, Glogster, Prezi, iMovie or anything
else the students could dream up.
Dave and I created a model presentation with solid
information that was engaging and interesting to
look at to show the students what was possible.
We were explicit about not having the same tired
presentations we had all seen before.
Given the option to select their own multimedia format, students were able to go as far as
their comfort level would take them in terms of
integrating technology into their final product.
Although 99% of the students chose PowerPoint,
we saw students exploring and utilizing a broad
range of PowerPoint’s functions including sound
effects, image effects, and music.

The custom search is available at: https://cse.google.com/cse/publicurl?cx=016749576349479512430:_c-2j48detu
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Students created some fantastic presentations, and
many took on the role of their Civil War personality to present their finished product in first person.
Taking ownership of the content, students made
their presentations personally meaningful. One of
our female students researched Frances Clayton, a
housewife who ran away to join the Union Army.
It was amazing to watch her move from explaining who Frances Clayton was to “being” Frances
Clayton in her presentation, which was relevant
and engaging. For examples of slides from the student PowerPoint presentations, see figures 2 and 3.
Figure 2. Student Work

Figure 3. Student Work

We also concluded that we had selected an appropriate topic for the unit. The students were enthralled
with the Civil War and engaged in the personal
angle we took. Seeing the war from an interdisciplinary perspective, and studying a specific person
from this period, supported student interest, motivation, and learning. We saw intellectual sparks fly
in students who were normally disengaged. The
learning stations at the start of the unit and students’
freedom to decide on a format for their final product were important factors in the unit’s success, as
was setting a pace and sticking to it. Each lesson was
no more than two class periods in length, especially
the ELA lessons, so that we did not lose students’
interest by spending too long on one topic or skill.
In addition, we saw the importance of balancing
Civil War content with research skill lessons. We
needed to revisit sifting, sorting, and recording
important information many times during the
research process. This unit was all about exposure
to ideas and practices that led students to act as
researchers and create a final presentation. This end
goal kept our kids hooked, as did making connections across disciplines.

Lessons Learned
Reflecting on this experience and on the implementation of our unit, we learned many important
lessons. For example, we realized we needed to
42

spend more time working with students on the
distinction between their daily social media use
and academic research, particularly with respect
to language use and the representation of ideas.
We also needed to conduct more mini-lessons on
evaluating online resources, as well as spend more
time developing students’ ability to sift and sort
the information they found. Students also would
have benefitted from instruction and scaffolding
to help them access the ideas in the complex texts
they found online through their research.

Throughout this process, we learned that it is
important for the students to have a vested interest
in their specific research topic. In order to support
this increased engagement, we bounded the research
experience for them. We knew that asking the students to conduct general research on their own over
the Internet might short circuit the project, thus we
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designed a custom Google search to support more
immediate access to resources. In the past, we saw
how many of our students became overwhelmed
when asked to research a broad topic and present
information to the class, especially when it was a
topic in which they did not have much background
knowledge. When considering the transition from
the first year to the second year of this project, we
realized that we would need an even more specific
research question in order to get higher quality
presentations. We decided to change the focus of
the research from a general “what happened to your
Civil War personality?” to the question of how and
why their person did or did not survive the war.
Although we implemented this Civil War project as
a culminating, end of year activity, after seeing our
students struggle to select valid sources and develop
credible arguments, we have begun to shift our
focus to having students engage in research practices
in small doses throughout the year. To do so, we
have integrated more short, research-based writing responses into their social studies lessons and
have also begun to explicitly teach the students to
annotate, ask critical questions, and see topics from
different perspectives. We have also developed a
stronger focus on informational reading and argumentative writing.2

Conclusions

(Delia DeCourcy & Darin Stockdill)
As professional learning consultants and curriculum developers, we also learned a great deal in the
process of carrying out this interdisciplinary, inquiry-based work. As we listened to the challenges
and successes experienced by Lisa Kraiza and other
teachers in the Common Core Cross Curricular
Research Writing Project, we noted the larger principles that seemed to make the work of engaging
students in research more successful. To begin with,
the teachers in this project entered into the work
as collaborating partners with colleagues. In fact,
2

requirements for joining the project included: 1. the
participation of at least two teachers from a building; 2. administrator commitment to the project
and the release time teachers would need; and 3.
commitment from the teachers that they would
work together. These steps laid the foundation for
continuing collaboration.
In addition, just as Lisa did, many of the teachers
in the project took on the role of learners alongside
their students—all parties engaged in new practices and approaches together. Moreover, with a
focus on the progressive introduction of research
skills, students were not positioned as cut-and-paste
authors rehashing the work of others. Rather, they
were positioned as researchers, albeit researchers who
needed support to develop some foundational skills.
Working in collaborative groups, students learned
and had to produce, but they were not left on their
own to fail or succeed. Students worked together to
develop and share the answers to their research questions. Indeed, the research question was a driving
force in this process.
We believe that using a driving question, rather
than a topic, makes research more authentic and
focused, allowing students to better consider what
information is important and what information is
not. Students also had some amount of choice and
were encouraged to develop and use their own voices
as authors. All of these positive results were due, at
least in part, to the explicit teaching of thoughtfully-selected building blocks of the research process.
Although it might seem counter-intuitive, students
developed more of a voice when they received more
support and scaffolding for their research.
Making the transition to scaffolded research writing
tasks that build and reinforce skills across the year is
an ongoing process and should be approached gradually. Teachers can explore our online resources and
take a semester, or even a school year, to plan and
prepare for the shift. Part of this planning process

To look more closely at the Civil War interdisciplinary curriculum, visit the unit online at: www.osteachingresearchwriting.org/curriculum-units/.
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should involve an analysis of the existing curriculum
to consider where the building of different research
skill clusters fits best across the year. Individual
lessons on particular research skills can be integrated
into existing or ongoing projects.
Teachers can also choose particular sets of skill
clusters to focus on during a lesson, unit, or string
of units, such as finding and evaluating data, or
processing, sifting, and sorting (see the online skills
progression for more specifics at: www.osteachingresearchwriting.org/skills-progression-2/). The
culmination of such a lesson or unit need not be
an essay. It could be a discussion, a debate, a digital
poster, or any other kind of product that displays a
student’s ability to process, sift, and sort information from multiple texts. As Lisa points out in her
lessons learned, this approach to building research
skills across the year will be critical to improving the
results of more focused research projects, such as the
Civil War unit. Another design approach that can
be used is to have students undertake small, discrete
tasks that engage the entire research writing process,
using a prescribed, bounded, or guided approach,
depending on the goals of the task and skills of each
student.
Regardless of the approach that educators take, we
recommend being explicit about what part or parts
of the research writing process students are engaging in and how these fit into the process as a whole.
Posting a student-friendly version of the research
writing skills progression in the classroom will help
both teachers and students be clear about the skills
required for the tasks being undertaken. We believe
that talking about the skills progression and the
independence continuum, and encouraging students
to use the language of research as they reflect on
their processes and products, will improve student
performance.
In the end, engaging students in research about a
question or problem they connected to was, in many
ways, the most important part of the Common
Core Cross Curricular Research Writing Project
44

work. During the process, students learned more
and began to see research as something they could
do. Having experienced both success and engagement around research, we believe that these students
are better positioned to continue to develop their
research skills in the future. Although we still have
more to learn and explore, we feel that collaborative, interdisciplinary research that is grounded in a
scaffolded learning progression, and that focuses on
engaging questions or problems, offers both teachers
and students a powerful entry point into the complexities of research and research writing.
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